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Agricultural Development 
and Food Security 


The global food crisis of the mid-1970s 
shocked the international community in- 
to the realization that developing coun- 
try governments would have to give 
much higher priority to the long 
neglected food and agriculture sector, 
and the last 10 years have witnessed a 
tremendous surge of activity and interest 
in addressing the problem of global 
hunger. Yet the numbers of under- 
nourished people increase relentlessly, 
and the spectre of mass famine has 
returned to our consciousness and our 
television screen. The hungry are not 
only those affected by cataclysmic 
events such as those in Ethiopia, but in 
even larger numbers they are those who 
face chronic shortages of food. 


It has become clear that earlier expecta- 
tions concerning agricultural production 
increases in the Third World were undu- 
ly optimistic and that the global food 
problem will be with us through the end 
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of this century. While Asia has made 
rapid strides in increasing agricultural 
production, agricultural growth in the 
Third World as a whole has barely kept 
pace with population expansion. In 
Africa, per capita food production has 
actually declined, with the result that 
the focus of international concern about 
food and hunger problems has gradually 
shifted from Asia to Africa. 


Another lesson of the last decade has 
been that increased production of food 
is a necessary but not sufficient condi- 
tion for resolving hunger problems. 
Millions cannot afford to buy enough 
food even if it were available, for they 
lack the income to translate their nutri- 
tional needs into an effective economic 
demand for food. For them, overcoming 
hunger depends not only on expanded 
agricultural production but also on 
viable employment opportunities and in- 
come generation. 


frica, where per 
A capita food pro- 
duction has 
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focus of international 
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and hunger problems. 
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production. (CIDA 
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With this realization, thinking about 
food security has moved beyond supply- 
side, production-oriented analysis — 
stressing the physical availability of food 
— to incorporate also a concern for the 
demand side — the purchase and con- 
sumption of food. A strategy to reduce 
world hunger must encompass not only 
the production of adequate food but also 
stability of supply and access to food by 
all those who need it. 


First among these elements of food 
security is increased production. This re- 
quires more than choosing appropriate 
agricultural technologies and making the 
right investments. Suitable policies are 
essential, and they often involve difficult 
trade-offs which take account of the 
situation of the rural poor who are both 
sellers and buyers of agricultural pro- 
ducts, of providing price incentives to 
farmers without creating unacceptable 
hardship for the consumer, of respon- 


ding to the changing demand patterns of 
urban populations that have sometimes 
switched from traditional staples to diets 
based on more convenient foods such as 
wheat, of offering more support to 
agriculture within already stretched na- 
tional budgets, and of striking the right 
balance between taxes and subsidies in 
the agriculture sector. Another major 
production issue is the degree of em- 
phasis to be placed, on the one hand, on 
export oriented self-reliance strategies 
aimed at generating enough foreign ex- 
change earnings to finance essential food 
imports and, on the other hand, a 
strategy for maximizing local production 
potential and ultimately eliminating 
staple food imports. 


Even when production objectives have 
been reached, measures to ensure 
stability of supplies will be necessary to 
protect consumers against the worst ef- 
fects of fluctuating local production. A 
national preparedness program to cope 
with such contingencies would incor- 
porate an early warning system to bring 
potential changes in the food supply 
situation to the early attention of na- 
tional authorities, financial reserves to 
cover sudden, sharp increases in the 
price or volume of imports, and national 
food reserves. There is also an interna- 
tional aspect to food stability, in that 
serious crop shortfalls in exporting coun- 
tries, major changes in their production 
policies, and international price fluctua- 
tions may lessen the capacity of develop- 
ing countries to meet their “food gap’’ 
through imports. 


True food security will not be a reality 
while hundreds of millions of the poor 
in developing countries find their access 
to food in constant jeopardy because 
they are too poor to produce or buy 
enough food. Both economic measures 
to increase the earning capacity of disad- 
vantaged groups and short-term relief for 
those suffering from serious food shor- 
tages will be needed. Undernourishment 
and even famine result not only from 
food production problems but also from 
loss of employment opportunities, 
changes in land tenure, migration, or a 
lessened ability of developing countries 
to earn enough foreign exchange to buy 
the food they need in international 
markets. 


Food Aid to Increase 
Agricultural Production 


Food aid is a major transfer of resources 
to the Third World. In recent years, 
Canada alone, through the Canadian In- 
ternational Development Agency (CIDA), 
has provided more than $300 million of 
assistance annually in the form of food. 


Food aid is provided in a variety of 
ways and, when well utilized along with 
complementary technical and financial 
resources, it can make a potent contribu- 
tion to long-term food security. ‘‘Pro- 
gram’’ food aid — that provided to 
governments on the understanding that 
it may be sold on the open market or 
through subsidized distribution schemes 
— can ease foreign exchange constraints 
on development, generate resources for 
agricultural schemes, and encourage 
governments to improve their food and 
agriculture policies. ‘“‘Project’’ food aid 
is provided for more specifically 
designated purposes, primarily to im- 
prove rural infrastructure and assist the 
poorest groups in recipient countries. 


Easing Foreign Exchange Constraints 


If food aid were not available, develop- 
ing countries would have to use even 
more of their scarce foreign exchange 
earnings for imported food. A large pro- 
portion of global food aid serves as 
balance-of-payments support, which has 
a direct effect on production when the 
freed foreign exchange is used to import 
fertilizers and other agricultural inputs, 
equipment for factories producing farm 
implements, storage facilities, or spare 
parts for agricultural machinery. An in- 
direct use of the freed foreign exchange 
resources which is of particular impor- 
tance for agricultural incentives and pro- 
duction, especially in several sub-Saharan 
African countries, is for the import of 
basic consumption goods for distribution 
in rural areas where, for lack of goods 
to buy, farmers may have no incentive 
to increase food production or sell their 


output. There is also a broader economic 
effect arising from the relaxation of 
foreign exchange constraints which 
allows more expansive domestic policies 
that increase incomes and therefore the 
effective demand for food, which 
should, in turn, encourage production. 


Such food aid poses a risk, however, 
that a recipient government may give in- 
sufficient priority to domestic food pro- 
duction programs, because it is able to 
bridge its food deficit without structural 
changes or expenditure of its own 
foreign exchange resources. To ensure a 
positive impact, recipients must use both 
the food aid itself and the foreign ex- 
change savings in support of a develop- 
ment strategy which includes specific 
measures to promote food production. 


Resources for Agricultural Programs 


Food aid generates local currency when 
it is sold. These counterpart funds may 
be used to promote food production by 
financing agricultural development pro- 
jects or various incentive measures for 
farmers. Sales proceeds can be used, for 
example, to finance the construction of 
irrigation works, to support the expan- 
sion of extension programs and 
marketing systems, to encourage crop 
research, to provide farm credit, or to 
encourage the adoption of improved 
technology by subsidizing key inputs 
such as fertilizer and improved seeds. 
The revenue derived from the sale of 
food aid may also be used to offset the 
cost of producer incentive schemes, as is 
done in Bangladesh. In other cases, such 
as in Mali, counterpart funds are used to 
finance the gap between producer and 
consumer prices until they are eventually 
drawn into alignment. In these and 
other ways, food aid contributes to the 
long-term agricultural development of 
the recipient country. 
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seasons. (CIDA photo: 
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There is, of course, no guarantee that 
the revenue from food aid sales will 
automatically be used to augment the 
level of investment in the agriculture 
sector; such budgetary support could 
equally be used to encourage wasteful or 
poorly conceived programs. It is for this 
reason that donors sometimes require 
that counterpart funds be used for 
designated purposes, most often in sup- 
port of agricultural projects. 


Policy Reform and Structural 
Adjustment 


In many developing countries, farmers 
face a variety of constraints and 
obstacles, including, all too often, inap- 
propriate policies which discourage 
them from producing as much as they 
could. Food aid can assist and encourage 
governments to improve these food and 
agricultural policies. 


While many governments recognize the 
need for policy changes, such tasks as 
revising urban-oriented ‘‘cheap food’”’ 
policies, adjusting overvalued exchange 
rates, reducing the preponderant 
marketing and transport role of ineffi- 
cient parastatals, and directing a larger 
portion of national investments to rural 


rather than urban enterprises will not be 
accomplished quickly or easily. Policy 
reform and structural adjustment are 
both costly and politically difficult. They 
can be introduced only step by step and 
will yield results only gradually. Food 
aid can help to fill the need that will ex- 
ist until these adjustments bear fruit, 
calm fears that changes will produce 
serious food shortages in the short term, 
generate funds to offset the costs of 
direct or indirect producer incentive 
schemes, and save foreign exchange 
which may be used to purchase fer- 
tilizer, equipment and other imports 
which farmers may need to fully re- 
spond to a more favorable policy en- 
vironment. If it is provided on a multi- 
year basis, food aid can also encourage 
recipients to launch policy reforms with 
the assurance that they will receive 
essential external support to see them 
through to completion. 


Rural Infrastructure 


Much project food aid goes into in- 
frastructure development (e.g. rural 
feeder roads, flood control structures, ir- 
rigation works) in the form of food-for- 
work projects which contribute directly 
to increased food output. Food aid is 
also used in lieu of wages in reforesta- 
tion projects in a number of developing 
countries. Food-for-work projects raise 
the incomes of the very poor people 
employed on these schemes and can in- 
crease the stability of work and employ- 
ment by concentrating such infrastruc- 
ture works during slack seasons. 


Such food aid has a high potential as a 
development resource, but there are 
some practical difficulties in realizing its 
full potential. There could be disincen- 
tive risks to local agriculture if the 
amount of food aid provided under the 
project exceeded the demand generated 
by it. The administrative and financial 
burden of preparing and implementing 
projects limits the absorptive capacity of 
a number of low-income countries for 
handling project food aid. Donors and 
international organizations are increas- 
ingly aware of these constraints and 
many are now taking steps to provide 
complementary non-food resources and 
to increase absorptive capacity. 


Food Aid 


for Stability of Supply 


Food aid can limit the damaging impact 
of production fluctuations on consump- 
tion and price levels and enable develop- 
ing countries to establish and replenish 
emergency food reserves. 


Food Aid to Offset Production 
Shortfalls 


When a production shortfall threatens 
the supply of food, countries have three 
options: drawing on stocks, increasing 
imports, or allowing per capita con- 
sumption to decline. Most low-income 
countries have insufficient stocks and 
severe balance-of-payments difficulties. 
While they may be able to expand com- 
mercial imports by drawing on special 
credits or on the International Monetary 
Fund’s food facility, they will usually 
need to meet at least part of the deficit 
through food aid to avoid a large 
decrease in consumption. 


Program food aid deliveries bridge part 
or all of this food gap. This food aid is 
normally channeled to consumers either 
through open market sales or through 
various forms of state distribution 
schemes such as fair-price shops. To the 
extent that project food aid is used in 
activities that tackle the basic causes of 
instability, it too can help to reduce in- 
stability. For example, it can prevent 
farmers and the landless from getting in- 
to debt or selling their assets and can 
help smooth out seasonal fluctuations in 
food consumption by providing addi- 
tional employment and income. Food- 
for-work schemes may be used for rural 
works which reduce the uncertainty of 
food production; these might include 
small dam and canal construction for ir- 
rigation purposes (making farmers less 
dependent on the vagaries of rainfall), or 
land terracing to reduce erosion. 
Farmers can be provided with food to 
carry out such tasks, both to feed their 
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family through the period of shortage 
and to make them more self-reliant in 
the longer term. 


It is necessary, however, to ensure that 
repeated food distribution to farmers 
does not undermine the practices tradi- 
tionally employed to obtain stability of 
supply, such as the use of root crops, 
holding assets in the form of livestock, 
cultivation of drought-tolerant crops, 
crop rotations, mixed cropping, varietal 
selection and staggered planting dates. 


National Stocks 


Food aid can provide grain supplies to 
establish and replenish national emergen- 
cy reserves, held as a first line of 
defence in times of crop failure until im- 
ports can be procured. Alternatively, 
food aid can be sold locally to generate 
the initial working capital for stabiliza- 
tion stocks or funds designed to 
counteract excessive seasonal market 
variations, thus encouraging production 
and protecting the consumer. 


The ability of developing countries to 
operate national reserves successfully — 


and their absorptive capacity for food 
aid for this purpose — depends upon 
the adequacy of their storage, handling 
and distribution systems, and on effi- 
cient planning and management of 
stocks. Cost aspects of price stabilization 
and emergency food reserve projects 
also constitute a very important factor to 
be taken into consideration in deciding 
on the appropriate stock policy. 


Countries such as India, Indonesia and 
Pakistan have had positive operational 
experience with national reserves — 
largely built from domestic resources — 
which for many years have formed a 
vital link in national networks of food 
Management, procurement and import 
programming. However, the prospects 
for effectively operating national 
reserves are much less favorable in many 
other countries which face a lack of 
technical and managerial experience in 
stocking operations, combined with a 
chronic food deficit, deficiencies in 
marketing and crop reporting systems, 
and a high vulnerability to instability in 
supplies. Emergency stocks are not self- 
sustaining, moreover, and need to be 
replenished when they are drawn upon 
to meet emergency needs. 


Food Aid to Improve 
Access to Supply 


Consumer's Access to Food on 
Domestic Markets 


The ultimate objective of improved food 
security is to assure an adequate and 
stable supply of food to the whole 
population. Satisfactory production 
levels and stability of supply must be 
matched by effective demand and a 
reduction in poverty, in order to ensure 
economic and physical access to 
available food on the part of all, in- 
cluding the poor. The long-term answer 
to this problem lies in a balanced and 
equitable growth in employment, in- 
come, education and community services 
generally. In the short term, however, 
increasing the income of poor 
households by directing food aid to 
them can be a powerful weapon in im- 
proving access to food. 


In operational terms, this may involve 
various devices to augment incomes, 
such as food stamps, cash transfers or 
food-for-work projects; interventions to 
reduce the price of food, including non- 
targeted consumer subsidies such as 
those seen in many developing coun- 
tries; targeted consumer subsidies such 
as fair-price shops or other government 
controlled retail outlets; and special 
feeding programs for the nutritionally 
vulnerable. Another approach is to target 
food aid to the poor by favoring com- 
modities only they consume. Food aid 
may also be directed to the poorest 
through feeding programs for small 
children and pregnant and nursing 
mothers, those who typically suffer most 
from undernutrition. In addition, food 
aid is often used in hospitals and clinics 
or to offer meals to school children so 
that their ability to concentrate and 
learn is improved. 


This type of food aid acts as a supple- 
ment to the incomes of poor groups and 
it protects them from the negative ef- 


fects which high food prices, often 
needed to stimulate production, can 
have on poor consumers. However, the 
problems involved in such targeted pro- 
grams, for example the costs and dif- 
ficulty of reaching the targeted in- 
dividuals and the uncertain effectiveness 
of targeting, need to be recognized. 
Food aid programs can shift valuable 
resources to the poorest people in socie- 
ty but the cost and the amount of 
management support needed constitute 
important limiting factors. 


Access to Food on International 
Markets 


Since only about one-tenth of the total 
cereal imports of developing countries is 
covered by food aid, access to food at 
the international level depends mainly 
on a country’s purchasing power on 
world markets. However, despite its 
marginal role in world trade as a whole, 
food aid plays a major role for many in- 
dividual low-income countries. The 
cereal import requirements of low- 
income countries have been growing, 
while their purchasing power for com- 
mercial imports has been constrained by 
severe balance-of-payments and debt- 
servicing problems. In the late 1970s, ac- 
cording to estimates of the International 
Food Policy Research Institute, food aid 
reduced the foreign exchange cost of 
total cereal imports for low-income 
countries by about one-third. 
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Issues for the Future 


Better Integration of Food Aid within 
National Development Strategies 


The experience of a number of develop- 
ing countries suggests that if food aid is 
used within the framework of a sound 
rural development strategy it can con- 
tribute constructively to agricultural ex- 
pansion and long-term food security in 
ways which avoid permanent 
dependence on concessional food flows. 
However, food aid will achieve its 
potential only if recipient governments 
recognize its value as a resource for 
strengthening agricultural production 
and use it for specific purposes which 
contribute to food security. 


This requires, first, a critical review of 
national development plans to ensure 
that due priority is accorded to food 
production and sufficient resources 
allocated to the agriculture sector, in- 
cluding its supporting infrastructure and 
institutions; secondly, a re-examination, 
and if necessary reform, of national 
policies affecting food production, and 
especially their incentive aspects; thirdly, 
a long-term policy framework aiming at 
a balanced growth in incomes and 


employment, and a reduction in poverty 
and malnutrition; and finally, the 
development of national preparedness 
and stabilization programs in countries 
vulnerable to crop fluctuation and 
disasters. 


Policy Dialogue 


When recipients have in place sound 
policies and programs to address their 
food and agriculture problems, food aid 
can make an important contribution to 
the realization of long-term food securi- 
ty. Where appropriate policies do not 
exist, food aid can discourage local pro- 
duction and permit recipient govern- 
ments to postpone difficult but necessary 
policy decisions. There are times, 
therefore, when it is appropriate for 
CIDA and other donors to take a con- 
structive but firm stance which sets 
reasonable progress on policy reforms 
against the prospect of continuing food 
aid. Canada is prepared to provide sup- 
port where reasonable effort is being 
made, to make available a substantial 
level of resources to assist these efforts, 
to offer multi-year commitments to 
assuage fears of food shortages and pro- 
vide an essential element of predictabili- 
ty, and to work constructively with 
other donors as well as recipient 
governments. 


Emergency Food Aid 


In recent months, the global food prob- 
lem has received more press and public 
attention than it has since 1974. Events 
in Africa have been a potent reminder of 
how easily a chronic, structural food gap 
can become an emergency. Sustained 
drought and civil unrest have transform- 
ed the steady decline in Africa’s food 
situation into a crisis, and serious prob- 
lems will persist even if the rains return 
for several years. It will take years, 
possibly decades, before most African 
countries can meet their basic food re- 
quirements from domestic production 
and commercial imports. 


The need for emergency assistance has 
recently been so massive and so urgent 
as to command priority within the Cana- 
dian food aid program and those of 
other donors. But there would be 
serious consequences if this focus on 
short-term “‘loud emergencies’’ were to 
detract attention from the continuous 
‘““quiet emergencies’’ caused by chronic 
undernutrition and stagnating 
agricultural production. Unnecessary 
famine deaths have a parallel in the 
more silent yet much bigger crisis of at 
least 15 million children under five who 
die every year from undernutrition and 
disease. 


It is essential that food crises such as 
those faced recently by African countries 
be understood as a manifestation of a 
longer-term problem. If severe food 
shortages are always perceived as 
‘““emergencies”’ attributable to un- 
favorable weather, rather than as prob- 
lems which are largely structural and 
human-made, the response will be relief 
rather than longer-term, developmentally 
oriented food aid designed to address 
the root causes of hunger. Moreover, if 
donors were to provide emergency food 
more willingly or easily than 
developmental food aid, they would in- 
advertantly penalize recipients who — 
because they are making serious efforts 
at agricultural development — are 
avoiding catastrophic food crises, and at 
the same time make it possible for other 
governments to avoid dealing with the 
roots of their food problem. 


There is no easy way to weigh 
developmental against emergency food 
aid, or to find the appropriate balance 
between short- and long-term food ob- 
jectives. CIDA and other donors allocate 
food aid to measures which contribute 
to long-term food security but at the 
same time make provision for the fact 
that, notwithstanding these efforts, it is 
almost inevitable that genuine crises re- 
quiring emergency food aid will develop 
from time to time. 


Preventing Famine 


The concept of famine prevention has 

evolved along with changing perceptions 
of the true nature of famines. While fre- 
quently triggered by natural phenomena, 
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famines are ultimately social and 
political — and thus human-made — 
events. Their three major causes are 
poverty and inequality, environmental 
degradation, and rapid population 
growth. For example, reduced rainfall 
may trigger drought, but human pressure 
on land subject to recurring drought is 
the primary cause of famine. And a 
drought need not lead to famine, if peo- 
ple and nations are adequately prepared 
and willing to respond flexibly to 
emergency situations, the most 
disastrous effects of which are always 
suffered by the poorest. Some occur- 
rences which are described as disasters 
or emergencies are really semi- 
permanent phenomena which must be 
addressed with long-term as well as 
short-term measures. 


Failure to address the root causes of 
famine has led to ‘‘creeping’’ and deep- 
seated emergencies in parts of sub- 
Saharan Africa and in a number of other 
developing countries. These countries 
need special famine prevention-oriented 
food and development strategies, in- 
cluding provision for improved con- 
tingency planning and more effective 
relief and rehabilitation efforts. They 
may also require innovative programs 
such as special seed banks for drought- 
prone areas, credit insurance for small 
farmers, or some form of emergency in- 
surance fund accumulated for the ‘“‘lean 
years.”’ 


The longer-term measures of such 
strategies would be directed to reversing 
environmental deterioration through 
changing agricultural production patterns 
and environmental rehabilitation. More 
emphasis would be needed on the 
development of drought-resistant crop 
varieties and, where feasible, irrigation 
expansion. Famine-prevention measures 
would also include employment diver- 
sification programs to broaden the in- 
come base of rural residents of famine- 
prone areas. 


For many countries, improved famine 
preparedness will require more effective 
early warning systems, arrangements for 
prompt administrative responses to early 
famine signals, and the establishment of 
strategic emergency reserves and of 
special food distribution mechanisms for 
times of famine. 
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Conclusion 


Developing countries will continue to 
look to Canada, an efficient food pro- 
ducer and a major exporter of 
agricultural commodities, for food aid. 
For the next 10-15 years, assistance in 
the form of food will have an important 
role to play in many developing coun- 
tries. In the short term, it will help to 
meet their “food gap’’ and, if it is effec- 
tively used within the context of a food 
and agricultural strategy, it will support 
and complement recipients’ efforts 
toward food self-reliance. 


(CIDA photo) 
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